
Exploring the Impact of Pre-college and Outreach Programs 
(POPs) on Incoming First-year College Students’ Sense of 

Belonging

Meng-Ting Lo, M.A.
Tiffany Steele, M.Ed.
Alexis Little, M.S.Ed.



• Activity

• POP Background

• Research Design

• Demographic Information

• Current Study

• Findings

• Recommendations

• Q&A

OVERVIEW

2



15 MINUTES

ACTIVITY

1. Get into small groups

1. Each group should:
a. List three words that come to mind 

when you think of the phrase sense of 
belonging.
i. How are these words similar? 
ii. How are they different?
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Background



BACKGROUND
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RESEARCH DESIGN

before beginning the program after program participation at the end of the first academic year

POPs
Pre-test Post-test Post-posttest

• Pre and posttest data have already been collected (Time 1, 
n=375; Time 2, n=307), and the data for post-posttest will be 
collected in early April 2017.

• Final sample were comprised of 217 first-year incoming students 
who completed both pretest and posttest.

Focus 
Group

Interview
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PROGRAM DESIGN

N=3 N=3 N=7

Program length: 80.2% programs lasted less than a week
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DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

The sample was comprised of 217 incoming college freshmen from 13 
programs and completed both pretest and posttest.
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Note 1: First-generation defined as students whose parents did not hold bachelor’s degree
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Purpose



CURRENT STUDY

Three research questions guided this study: 
(1) Do incoming first-year college students in a research-oriented 

university feel a sense of belonging before their program has 
begun ? (Quantitative)

(1) Do students’ experiences in pre-college and outreach 
programs strengthen their sense of belonging by the end of 
the program ? (Quantitative)

(1) How do students develop a sense of belonging through 
participation in pre-college and outreach programs ? What 
role does the program play in this process? (Qualitative)
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Findings
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FINDINGS
(1) Do incoming first-year college students in a research-oriented 

university feel a sense of belonging before their program has 
begun? (data omitted)
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• Less than 50% of students reported feeling a sense of 
belonging before their pre-college program begun.



FINDINGS
(2) Do students’ experiences in pre-college and outreach 
programs strengthen their sense of belonging by the end of the 
program? (data omitted)
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• Students reported that pre-college programs reinforced 
their high-level of sense of belonging.

• Potentially more change in the level of sense of 
belonging could be viewed based on the type of pre-
college program or length of the program.



FINDINGS
(3) How do students develop a sense of belonging through 
participation in pre-college and outreach programs? What role does  
the program play in this process? (data omitted)

● Certain program components helped in the development of 
sense of belonging for program participants. Students 
highlighted small group activities as one the programs helped 
facilitate their development of sense of belonging.

● Pre-college programs help students create strong connections 
with peers. Students discussed the importance of peer 
relationships they fostered in their pre-college programs.

● The process for developing sense of belonging differs amongst 
students. Some students articulated defining moments of when 
they felt a sense of belonging while others described it as a 
more serendipitous experience.
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Recommendations



RECOMMENDATIONS

● Our study found that students’ experiences in pre-college programs 
reinforced their sense of belonging. Given that contemporary research links 
sense of belonging to student success, University administrators should 
continue investing in diverse and high-quality pre-college programs.

● Over 50% of students reported that they did not feel like they belonged before 
their POP programs began. Professionals, program directors, and admission 
officers should contact prospective students and emphasize language around 
sense of belonging by using messaging like:

Welcome to OSU, You Belong Here!
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RECOMMENDATIONS
● Enrollment services should continue investing into their existing pre-

college and outreach programs: i.e providing training for quality 
facilitators, resources for students, etc.

● The pre-college programs strengthened student’s initial sense of 
belonging. Given the importance of sense of belonging we recommend that 
the programs continue to incorporate various elements to develop a 
sense of belonging throughout their entirety. (e.g., divide students into 
smaller groups regularly, intentional peer connection time, introduce ways for 
students to interact with faculty)

● Sense of belonging is context-dependent and could change over time
and place. It is important for program staff to monitor and intervene
students’ sense of belonging longitudinally. Program staff might arrange
monthly meetings for participants and staff to reconnect and discuss
experiences and challenges students face during their first-year. Assigning
mentors or peer leaders to students might be effective as well.
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& Answer



Center for Higher Education Enterprise 
212 Ohio Stadium
1961 Tuttle Park Place
The Ohio State University
Columbus, OH 43210

Connect with us:
Web: chee.osu.edu
Email: strayhorn.3@osu.edu
Email: lo.194@osu.edu
Email:    steele.868@osu.edu
Email:    little.515@osu.edu
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